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Masturbation and the media 
 
Abstract 
This paper explores the important role the media play in informing young people 
about masturbation. A pilot study of focus groups with twenty-two young 
Australians aged between 14-16 explored what they know about sex and sexuality, 
and where they have found that knowledge. This paper reports on their knowledge 
about masturbation. Although researchers agree that masturbation can be a positive 
part of healthy sexual development, most young people reported that they received 
very little positive information about it from their parents or in formal sex education 
in school. These young people’s discussions around this topic were largely 
ambivalent, but also highly complex due to the varying levels and types of 
information that they receive. In this context the media play a vital role in providing 
information about masturbation through books and magazines for young women, 
and television comedies for young men.  
 
Introduction 
Andy: All right, listen closely. I'm not gonna beat around the bush. [Laughs 
loudly at his own joke] Your little body's changin’ – it’s all good, believe me. 
Problem now is, every time we jerk the gherkin, we end up with a lotta 
unwanted sticky white stuff everywhere, right? Right. So, first order of 
business: no more socks. They're expensive, gummin' up the works, 
plumbing-wise. Now you might be thinking to yourself, ‘But Uncle Andy, what 
do I do with all that pearl jam if I can't spew it into Mr Sock?’ Glad you asked. 
You can have a lovely time tuggin' the tiger in the shower each morning: that 
eliminates the need for a goo glove. But, the day is long, masturbation's fun, 
so unless we wanna take four or five showers every day, we're gonna need 
some other options here. So let's start with the basics. Tissues: perfectly 
acceptable backstop for all that creamy Italian. They can be rough and dry on 
such soft, sensitive skin, not to mention it can stick to your dick head like a 
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fucking Band-Aid. Ouch. From there, we move on to more lubricated flack-
catchers. Specifically: bananas. Step one: peel the banana. Step two: slip the 
peel over your Randy Johnson - start pitching. Now, for extra credit: warm up 
the peel in the microwave. Not too hot! Serious yowza. Also: olive oil, 
moisturiser, honey, spit, butter, hair conditioner, and Vaseline can all be used 
for lube. In my opinion, the best lube… is lube. So save your allowance, invest 
in some soon. All right, moving on. When you tug your Thomas on the toilet: 
shoot right into the bowl. In bed, soft t-shirt, perhaps a downy hand towel of 
your very own that you don't mind tossin’ after tossin’. There's no such thing 
as polishing the raised sceptre of love too much. It reduces stress; it 
enhances immune function. Also, practise makes perfect. So work on your 
control now, while you're a solo artist; you'll be playing some long, happy 
duets in the future. All right. Class dismissed.  
[Shane gets up to walk away] 
Andy: Hey! 
[Andy tosses Shane a banana] 
Andy: Homework. 
[Shane catches the banana and smiles]  
Weeds Season 2, Episode 3 (Kohan, 2005) 
 
This paper emerges from a concern about the sexuality education1 of young people. 
There exists an extensive literature in this area, which has explored the role of 
parents (Byers et al., 2003; Dyson, 2010; Eisenberg, Bernat, Bearinger, & Resnick, 
2008; Goldman, 2008; Jerman & Constantine, 2010; Turnbull, Van Schaik, & Van 
Wersch, 2010), the role of school (Allen, 2001, 2008; Buston & Wight, 2006; Byers, et 
                                                          
1 We use the term ‘sexuality education’ here in order to make clear that we are 
referring to education about all aspects of human sexuality – including relationships, 
assertiveness skills, pleasure, consent and so on. We avoid the term ‘sex education’ 
because research has shown that this is often understood to involve a more 
biological approach to teaching about sex. The term ‘sexuality education’ is not used 
in this context to refer specifically to education about a person’s sexual identity – 
although this can be encompassed in this broader approach. 
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al., 2003; Cohen, Sears, Byers, & Weaver, 2004; Dyson, 2010; Fine, 1988; Lupton & 
Tulloch, 1996; Turnbull, et al., 2010), and the role of peers (Allen, 2001; Forrest, 
Strange, Oakley, & Team, 2004; Turnbull, et al., 2010) in young people’s learning 
about sexuality. There also exists much research on the “effects" upon young people 
of exposure to media information about sexuality (Brown & Bobkowski, 2011; Collins 
et al., 2004; Eyal & Kunkel, 2008; Kunkel, Cope, & Biely, 1999). Little work, however, 
has taken a ‘holistic’ approach – comparing the information that young people get 
from a variety of sources, the ways in which they engage with that information, and 
how these sources interact with each other. As researchers, we are committed to 
increasing safe sex knowledge amongst young people using just such a holistic 
approach.  
The research reported in this paper emerges from a pilot study of five focus groups 
involving twenty-two Brisbane young people aged between 14 and 16 years old. We 
asked these young people to discuss what they knew about a variety of sexual 
topics, including assertiveness skills, safe sex and having good sex, and where they 
found that information: family, school, friends or media.  
One of the topics we addressed was masturbation. What do young people know 
about masturbation? Do they see it as a normal, healthy part of their sexuality? Or 
have they learned that it is shameful? Are they taught anything practical about it? If 
it is mentioned at all, is it as something they can experiment with, or as a scientific 
concept? It was important for us to include masturbation in this project as for many 
young people it represents their first sexual experience – and for some it is the only 
kind of sexual experience they have for several years. It is the ultimate form of safe 
sex; if we are concerned to alleviate high rates of unwanted pregnancy and STIs, 
masturbation is a sexual practice that can safely be encouraged. And some research 
suggests that young people, particularly young women, who masturbate have higher 
levels of sexual self-esteem, sexual agency and sexual satisfaction (Coleman, 2002b; 
Hogarth & Ingham, 2009; Kaestle & Allen, 2011). In this context, approaching the 
topic of young people’s sexuality education from the perspective of their knowledge 
about masturbation puts young people’s agency and pleasure at the heart of an 
understanding of safe sex practice.  By avoiding the most controversial issues about 
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the age at which young people do or should begin to explore their sexuality with 
other people, a study of masturbation allows us to study young people’s agency and 
its importance in developing for them a sense of control over their sexual lives – 
including safe sex practices.  
Information about masturbation is important for young people. And yet, as we found 
in this study the information received by these young people on this subject is 
largely negative or ambivalent – with the exception of that gained from media. 
Traditionally, and particularly in the context of sex and sexuality, media are 
portrayed in a negative light as something that needs to be avoided or controlled, 
but when investigating this subject, and as can be seen in the above excerpt from 
the television programme, Weeds: it may be that media offer the only positive 
information to young people about masturbation.   
 
The importance of masturbation 
Masturbation is now widely acknowledged to be a natural and important aspect of 
healthy human sexual development (Coleman, 2002a, p. 6). While in the past it was 
often considered a controversial practice, possibly leading to mental illness (Gagnon, 
1985) and “conditions like syphilis and gonorrhea,” as well as their consequences: 
“dementia, blindness and infertility, to name a few” (Elders & Kilgore, 1997) it is now 
generally accepted by researchers that the “perceived ill-health effects of 
masturbation [were] mostly based upon ancient religious orthodoxy and mythology” 
(Leitenberg, Greenwald and Tarran, cited in Coleman, 2002a, p. 6).  
This does not mean that wider cultural attitudes towards masturbation are entirely 
positive though, and the topic still attracts a surprising level of controversy for a 
practice that is entirely safe and healthy. Academic acceptance can take years, or 
even decades, to trickle down to a more widespread public acceptance – particularly 
for something that has so many religious and cultural taboos surrounding it – and 
there still exist ambivalent attitudes about masturbation in Western cultures 
(Kaestle & Allen, 2011). As recently as 1994 the then Surgeon General of the United 
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States, Dr. Jocelyn Elders, was famously fired from her post for saying that perhaps 
masturbation should be taught in schools. As she said of this experience: 
I have pondered the rage, embarrassment and shock with which the word 
‘masturbation’ is met in our culture. What other word, merely voiced, can 
provide justification to fire a surgeon general — or anyone? (Elders & Kilgore, 
1997) 
This ambivalence has meant that at the same time that many young people are 
discovering the physical pleasures of masturbation, they are also exposed to the 
cultural shame associated with the act. Derisive humor, stereotypes, and humiliation 
teach young people that masturbation is taboo (Kaestle & Allen, 2011).  
As noted above, the positive, explorative aspects of masturbation allow young 
people to gain a better understanding of their own bodies and sexual desires. Many 
studies (Hogarth & Ingham, 2009; Kaestle & Allen, 2011) have found a positive 
correlation between masturbation and sexual self-esteem. Horne and Zimmer-
Gembeck reported that: 
women with a history of masturbation and non-coital orgasmic responsiveness 
had higher levels of sexual subjectivity and felt more entitled to sexual 
pleasure through masturbation, more efficacious in achieving pleasure, and 
reflected more on the sexual aspects of their lives than those who had never 
experienced a non-coital orgasm (cited in Hogarth & Ingham, 2009, p. 560) 
Given that this is the case, supporting positive attitudes towards masturbation is an 
important part of sexuality education. At the moment, research suggests, this is not 
always the case. The majority of boys have experienced an orgasm prior to their first 
sexual intercourse: “They have explored their own bodies; they have learned to 
understand what gives them pleasure and how to reach orgasm.” (Hogarth & 
Ingham, 2009, p. 560) In contrast, most girls’ earliest experiences of arousal are 
more likely to occur in a heterosexual dating situation. In other words, boys learn 
about their sexuality for themselves, while girls often learn about masturbating 
through boys. Consequently, Hogarth and Ingham (2009, p. 559) suggest that young 
women are less likely than young men to have learned how to arouse themselves 
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and have not experienced the sensation of an orgasm before engaging in sexual 
practice with a partner. Why is this? What are young people, and young women in 
particular, learning about masturbation? And from what sources are they getting this 
information? Answering this question gives an insight into the place of sexual agency 
in young people’s sexuality education, which, we would argue, is a vital part of 
developing safe sex practices.  
 
Research method 
As noted above, as part of a larger study looking at what young people know about 
sex and sexuality and where they get that information from, we are conducting focus 
groups with 14-16 year olds. Masturbation is one of the topics we are discussing 
with these young people. This article reports on a pilot study of five focus groups 
involving twenty-two Brisbane young people aged between 14 and 16 years old. 
Each group consisted of between two and six students. The young people were 
recruited via school assembly at an upper middle class independent faith-based 
school in Brisbane, Australia, where the researchers introduced the project and 
asked for volunteers. Interested students were required to take home an ethics and 
consent kit describing the project, to be signed by themselves and their parents. 
Focus groups were divided by sex, with a male researcher leading the young men’s 
discussion and a female researcher leading the young women.  In order to maintain 
confidentiality, we have coded the participants by group, sex, and seating order 
within the focus group: for example, 1.F.1 means Group 1, Female, Participant 1. 
Where the participants have mentioned a person by name, this is reflected as 
(name) in order to provide confidentiality to that person. 
In the focus groups the students were shown eight cards, each of which had one 
conversational topic related to knowledge about sexuality. The eight topics were:  
1. “Asking people out and how to break up with them” 
2. “Asking for what you want in a relationship” 
3. “Giving yourself sexual pleasure”  
4. “Having good sex” 
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5. “Having safer sex”  
6. “Understanding the changes in your body”  
7. “Saying no to sexual advances you don’t want” 
8. “Feeling good about yourself whatever people say”  
The topics were developed around the fifteen domains of healthy sexual 
development as identified by McKee et al (McKee et al., 2010), and were vetted by 
an Advisory Group including Bravehearts (an Australian organisation which combats 
child sexual abuse) the Queensland Council of Parents and Citizen’s Associations, and 
Queensland Health in order to ensure that the topics were appropriate for 
discussion by young people in this age group. Queensland University of Technology’s 
University Human Research Ethics Committee approved this project. For each of the 
conversational topics, the researchers asked the students what they knew about this 
topic: and where they had found that information. Possible sources of information 
were listed as, Parents and Family, School, Friends, and Media. Students were also 
encouraged to think of other possible sources of information. The researchers did 
not offer the students any new information on any of those topics, but recorded 
what knowledge the young people already had.  
This qualitative research method was used because it emphasises meaning as 
opposed to the measurement emphasised by quantitative research (Stewart, 
Shamdasani, & Rook, 2007, p. 14). Focus groups sit in the middle of the more 
traditional individual interviews, and participant observation (Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 
2) not only occupying “an intermediate position between these other qualitative 
methods” but also possessing a “distinctive identity”. Focus groups “provide access 
to forms of data” that are difficult to obtain with the other two methods. (Morgan, 
1997, p. 2)  
The data from focus groups comes from the discussions between the participants as 
well as with the moderator. It is this interactivity that makes a focus group different 
from an individual interview (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas, & Robson, 2001, p. 7; 
Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 11; Wilkinson, 1999, pp. 222-223). This provides a way to 
observe “how and why individuals accept or reject others” ideas.’ (Stewart, et al., 
2007, p. 11). Focus groups can provide the stimulus for the participants to “articulate 
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those normally unarticulated normative assumptions.” (Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 11). 
This group participation can allow for what Bloor et al (2001, p. 7) call “retrospective 
introspection,” which can yield as much data on group norms as “long periods of 
ethnographic field work.” (Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 11).  
The participants in these focus groups were encouraged at the beginning to use 
whatever language, including slang terms or expletives, which they would normally 
use when speaking amongst themselves. This is an advantage that focus groups offer 
over other forms of qualitative research: group members can express their thoughts 
and feelings using their own terminology, not the language of the researcher. This 
can allow the researcher a privileged access to conversations that can contain 
“indigenous terms and categories in the situations of their use.” (Bloor, et al., 2001, 
p. 9). 
The other key advantages of focus groups are that they enable the researcher to 
concentrate on the most “pertinent variables” of the study, and give the opportunity 
to “observe a large amount of interaction on a topic in a limited period of time” 
(Morgan, 1997, p. 2; Powell & Single, 1996, p. 500). This makes it possible to gather 
large amounts of data utilising a relatively small amount of people and resources. 
As the researcher is there chiefly as a facilitator, the group of participants should 
ideally be addressing each other: so that while the researcher should be directing 
discussion topics, and moving the conversation along if it gets off point, the 
discussion should move along under the power of the interactions of its participants. 
This means focus groups are far less controlled than individual interviewing, which 
can be a limitation of this research method, particularly when speaking to young 
people who can be easily distracted. A focus group requires a skilled facilitator who 
will be able to bring the discussion back on-point. (Bloor, et al., 2001, pp. 9, 13; 
Morgan, 1997, p. 11; Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 14) This requires that the researcher be 
empathetic, open, and an active listener. (Stewart, et al., 2007, p. 14) 
The focus groups were video recorded and then transcribed and subjected to 
“interview textual analysis” (McKee, 2004, p. 205). Such an approach does not take 
“a naïve realist approach to [the] data”. It does not attempt to measure the 
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“authenticity” or “truth” of the speaking positions. On the other hand, neither does 
it “look for hidden deep meanings of which the interviewees themselves would be 
unaware” (p. 205). Rather such an approach treats the interview data: 
as a text to be subjected to poststructuralist textual analysis, making an 
educated guess at some of the most likely interpretations that might be made 
of that text (p. 205) 
Such a qualitative approach provides a useful way into understanding what young 
people see as the most important issues relating to sexuality and media, and the 
language and perspectives they bring to bear in understanding the relationship 
between them. 
 
What do young people know about masturbation? 
The first key point emerging from these focus groups is that despite the scientific 
consensus that masturbation is normal, safe and healthy, this is not how the young 
people in our focus groups see it. Indeed, these young people know that 
masturbation is taboo and the cause of embarrassment. The stigma surrounding this 
act can last for years: participants from four out of the five of these focus groups 
mentioned an incident that had occurred two years previously at a school camp: 
Group 2 
2.F.5 At grade eight camp there was like a rumour that this guy was 
like… masturbating in his tent… 
2.F.4 Ohhh… 
2.F.1 Yeah and everyone… it was like the gossip of our camp. Like 
everyone went around spreading it ‘cause it was such a 
scandal. 
2.F.2 Like the whole grade was sort of consumed in this gossip.  
Facilitator But were they talking about it like it was a bad thing or? 
2.F.4 Yep.  
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2.F.1 Yeah.  
2.F.5 It kind of is because, like it’s on camp. Like it’s just a bit 
wrong… 
2.F.1 And other people have to be in the tent… 
2.F.5 Because he had two guys either side of him, poor things.  
Group 1 
1.F.5 Was it the music camp? (laughing) …  
Together (laughing) (talking over the top) 
1.F.5 (name) in grade eight. 
1.F.1 (name) grade eight camp - in a tent.  
1.F.5 He did it in a tent. Grade eight camp, there was three people in 
the tent and (name) walked past and all he heard was 
(slapping hand on leg) (laughing)  
Facilitator So they told everybody?  
1.F.1 Yeah…  
1.F.5 Yeah… (Talking over the top) …been going on for years. It’s 
hilarious.  
But alongside the sense that masturbation was so outrageous that anyone caught 
doing it could expect to become a subject of gossip around the school, there was 
also an ambivalent acknowledgement that masturbation was also quite normal.   
Group 4 
Facilitator So is it normal or is it weird?  
4.M.2 I’d say it’s normal.  
4.M.1 It’s half-half, or like it’s a bit weird if you talk around like other 
people, like not good friends. And then it’s kind of normal… 
4.M.2 Even around good friends? 
4.M.1 (laughing) Yeah, yeah I guess not. 
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4.M.2 Yeah, I’m going to walk up to my friends say hey guys, guess 
what I did last night.  
4.M.3 (laughing)  
4.M.1 It’s private, but it’s like normal. So it’s kind of in between.  
Facilitator So you shouldn’t talk about it?  
4.M.1 Not really.  
4.M.3 But you should.  
Facilitator Um, you shouldn’t talk about it but you should.  
4.M.3 Oh well it’s… it’s kind of almost accepted with guys today, but 
it’s not something…  
4.M.4 Yeah. 
 
For young women the situation is more problematic. When asked, the young women 
in the focus groups for the most part believed masturbation to be a normal practice, 
but would also make negative or ambivalent statements: 
Group 1 
Facilitator But what do you think of it? Like I mean do you think it’s a 
normal thing to do…? 
1.F.6  Yeah, it’s normal.  
1.F.4  Yeah.  
1.F.3  I guess …  
1.F.1 … Some people think that it’s kind of like, lesbian-y if you do it.  
1.F.5 Yeah, because like… 
1.F.1 And they’ll judge you and class you as a lesbian and all that. 
Group 2 
2.F.4 And also it’s kind of like… dirty, I don’t know. Just… hmmm.  
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Facilitator It’s dirty? 
2.F.4 Yeah.  
Facilitator For who? 
2.F.3 Well other people, I guess… 
2.F.4 For yourself as well…  
Facilitator So why do you think that it’s dirty? 
2.F.4 It doesn’t sound right. It doesn’t… oh well it just… it’s just not 
right.  
2.F.5 It doesn’t seem right. Yeah, like it just seems weird.  
2.F.4 Yeah, it seems like too explicit.  
2.F.5 And… eww.  
These dichotomous beliefs about masturbation resonated throughout these focus 
groups. This was clearly an area where young people struggled with what they felt 
they should believe, and what they actually did believe.  
 
Traditional gender roles also informed some of the young women’s attitudes about 
masturbation:  
Group 5 
Facilitator Why do you think that that’s… why do you think that’s like that 
with girls but it seems to be accepted that guys just do it? 
5.F.5 Because guys are gross. Girls are meant to be lady like… 
5.F.2 Yeah.  
5.F.3 Girls are supposed to be proper and make the food, not 
touching themselves in like those areas. Like that’s like, you 
know, like guys are always like oh go make me a sandwich… 
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For girls there was little sense that masturbation could serve as a suitable source of 
sexual pleasure on its own merits. Rather it was seen as a substitute for proper sex 
when you can’t get a boy: 
Group 2 
2.F.3 Hmm, I always look at it as if like, if you’re doing that by 
yourself it’s just kind of weird. Like you… you’re um, like… I 
don’t know how to explain it, but, it’s sort of saying like, oh 
yeah, I can’t really find anyone…I’m just gonna do it myself…  
2.F.2  Yeah.  
2.F.5  (laughing)  
Facilitator Is that why you think people would do it?  
2.F.3  Yeah, it’s like… 
2.F.4  It’s kind of like, desperation.  
Group 5 
5.F.4 Yeah, I know like some girls think it’s like really bad or it’s just 
like sad that you need to do that or something like that.  
5.F.3 Like you can’t get a guy so you’ve got to do it to yourself.  
5.F.4 Yeah.  
Indeed some young women didn’t know the most basic information about how or 
why a young woman would masturbate: 
Group 1 
1.F.3  How does a girl even do that?  
Group 2 
2.F.5  I think it’s easier for guys, like…  
Facilitator Why? 
2.F.4  Cause girls it’s just... 
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2.F.5  Well because they have like, a dick, they can just like  
 grab it (laughing) 
Together (laughing) 
2.F.5  I don’t know, like girls, it’s like harder.  
Facilitator Why do you think it’s harder? 
2.F.5  Not knowing… what to do.  
Facilitator So you don’t get any… messages from anywhere about like 
what to do or why you would do it? 
2.F.2 No. 
2.F.4 Not why you would do it. Oh well I guess…  
Facilitator Well why do you think you would do it? 
 (pause) 
2.F.4 Um (pause) to make yourself feel good, I don’t know.  
The attitudes and lack of knowledge toward masturbation displayed in these 
discussions are troubling when considering the possible benefits of masturbation to 
self-esteem and sexual subjectivity discussed earlier. Due to ethical considerations, 
the facilitator was unable to answer any questions raised by the participants, but the 
question of how or why a woman would masturbate was raised in the majority of 
the female focus groups: demonstrating a clear need for this information to be 
disseminated to young people, and particularly to young women.   
 
Sources of information about masturbation 
Where are young people getting the information that informs these ambivalent 
attitudes towards masturbation? Because of the “stigma and taboo” (Kaestle & 
Allen, 2011, p. 983) that continue to surround it, this is not a topic about which it is 
easy for young people to find out information.  
Most parents would like to be the primary sexuality educators for their children, but 
many feel uncomfortable doing so (Dyson, 2010, p. 10). In particular the stigma 
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attached to masturbation has made it a topic that parents are uncomfortable with 
and studies find that “very few parents [have] discussed masturbation with their 
children” (Kaestle & Allen, 2011, p. 985). This finding was supported by our own 
data, and these participants, when talking about discussing masturbation with their 
parents, reflected the discomfort felt by parents. ‘Awkward’ and ‘weird’ were words 
that were often mentioned in this context. Many of these young people felt that 
speaking about sex with their parents was less embarrassing than discussing 
masturbation.   
Group 1 
1.F.6 I think it’s more awkward to talk about masturbation with my 
parents. Not that I ever have. But then… but like, than sex 
sorta thing. I think sex is more… 
1.F.1 Open. 
1.F.6 Yeah.  
Facilitator Why do you think that? 
1.F.1` Because, ah, I just, I would just find it really embarrassing, like, 
like, your parents thinking that you’re going off like doing that, 
I just find it so awkward and all that.  
1.F.5 Yeah, I guess it’s like you were saying before, it’s more 
personal, rather than like with… you’re with someone else, but 
it’s more personal when you’re like by yourself, I guess.  
Group 2 
Facilitator And your parents, they never bring it up? 
Together (shaking heads) 
Facilitator Anyone ever talk to you about it? 
2.F.5 No. 
2.F.2 It’s just a lot of it in the media.  
2.F.5 They’ve never talked about it. That would be so weird.  
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Facilitator Why?  
2.F.5 I don’t know, because it’s weird (laughing).  
2.F.4 Your parents are like older, so it’s weird them telling you about 
it. I’d rather someone my age… 
2.F.5 Yeah.  
2.F.4 …like talk to me about it. Like my parents, it’s kind of like… 
disturbing from them. Yeah.  
Facilitator So would you like somebody to talk to you about it? 
2.F.5 Well see, I don’t like hearing about it from my parents because 
like… like the fact that they know about it I find weird and oh, I 
just don’t like thinking about it.  
Of the young people we spoke to, only one young woman had discussed it with her 
parents: 
Group 5 
5.F.5  My parents gave me this awkward conversation. 
Facilitator What did they say? 
5.F.5  My mum just said to use clean hands if I was going to.  
No other student mentioned having been told anything about masturbation by 
parents, although one young man mentioned an aunt as providing some information 
on this topic: 
Group 3 
Facilitator Okay. Giving yourself sexual pleasure, masturbation, what 
have you heard about that?  
3.M.1 My aunty talked about it once. She said it was a good thing… 
and that’s like it. She just said masturbation is good for you. 
That’s kind of like it.  
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When co-viewing movies or television with masturbation or sexual content, the 
embarrassment experienced by parents was evident to the young people in our 
focus groups: 
Group 2 
2.F.5 There was a scene in a movie I saw which had like this girl in 
the shower and she had like the shower head… (laughing) 
Facilitator What movie was it? 
2.F.5 Um, The Runaways. It’s about Joan Jett and stuff.  
Facilitator What did you think about that when you saw it? 
2.F.5 It was weird, because I was watching it with my dad (laughing) 
Together (laughing) 
2.F.5 And it was really weird.  
Facilitator Did you talk about it at all? 
2.F.5 No.  
Facilitator You just sat there… 
2.F.5 He like snuck off and made himself a glass of tea or cup of tea 
(laughing).  
2.F.4 My dad, if any of that comes on the TV he like, he yells at me 
and like change it. Because I don’t watch, like I don’t want to 
watch it but it comes on. And he’s just like oh my God, 
changes. (laughing) 
Facilitator Yells at you, what does he say? 
2.F.4 Oh, he’s just like this is disgusting, why…why are we watching 
this like… turn it off (laughing).  
2.F.3 The other day something like raunchy or something came on 
the television thing came on and mum’s like ‘cover your eyes 
…cover your eyes!’ (laughing) 
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Together  (laughing)  
Even when asked, one parent would not discuss something that was seen on 
television, leaving a sibling to fill in the details: 
Group 2 
2.F.3 I remember, um, watching like, TV one night and, um, I was 
probably in year seven. And like this, like someone gives her a 
vibrator because she’s just divorced or something (laughing). 
And, um, she’s really lonely, and, um, mum’s like ‘time to go to 
bed kids’ (laughing). And then, um, and then I said what was it, 
what was it? And then nothing, nothing (laughing) sort of like…  
Facilitator So she didn’t tell you what it was? 
2.F.3 (shakes head) my brother did (laughing).  
Facilitator Oh really, is he older? 
2.F.3 Yeah.  
Parents would like to be a key source of information for their children about 
sexuality. Masturbation is the ultimate in safe sex: it is a healthy and normal 
practice, and one that is at the heart of developing sexual agency in young people. It 
avoids controversial issues about sexual experimentation with other people. From a 
strictly logical standpoint it should be one of the easiest topics for parents to discuss, 
or at the very least to acknowledge with their children. But the data from the focus 
groups makes it clear that most parents find this topic unspeakable with their 
children.  
 
Another important source of information about sexuality for adolescents is formal 
schooling. Previous research has noted that school-based sex education tends to be 
about “puberty, procreation and penetration” (Sorenson & Brown, 2007, p. 34) – 
“what Sears conceptualizes as the techno-rational approach to sexuality education” 
(Allen, 2008, p. 574; see also; Buckingham & Bragg, 2004, p. 56). Questions of 
pleasure are typically excluded and it is rare for masturbation to be mentioned in 
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school sex education (Kaestle & Allen, 2011, p. 987). We also found this to be the 
case for the young people in our focus groups.  
Group 5 
5.F.2  But no, like at school, I don’t know if they go so much into, you 
know,  that type of stuff. It seems to focus a lot more on like, 
you know, how babies are made.  
5.F.3  Yeah.  
5.F.2  See a lot of those videos… 
5.F.3  And like how the egg moves from this to this and then comes… 
5.F.4  … very scientific…  
5.F.3 … that bit comes out here and you get that. Okay.  
5.F.4  …I really learnt it like three years ago, but thanks… 
Safe sex and contraception were topics also mentioned as being addressed heavily 
within sexuality education in school. 
Group 2 
Facilitator Okay, and do they talk about it at all in other school like sex 
ed, does it ever come up? 
2.F.1 I don’t think it has. They sort of just focus on the basics… that 
you need to know, like safe sex.  
It is interesting that young people were learning from school that masturbation is 
not important in the realm of human sexuality: not something ‘that you need to 
know, like safe sex’. In playing an agenda-setting role, this school is telling the young 
people in our focus groups that sex is not about pleasure or control of your own 
body: it is about avoiding negative outcomes like disease and pregnancy. 
Masturbation was not a key topic in their formal sex education at school. It was 
mentioned in passing, but teachers seemed embarrassed and skimmed over it, 
focusing instead on reproduction and risk. 
Group 5 
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5.F.3 Yeah, but you don’t hear about it from like schoolteachers or 
anything. They don’t…they don’t actually say this is how you 
do it. They just say masturbation, done. Moving on to the next 
subject about how your vagina works. Thank you.  
5.F.2 And so sometimes like…but it doesn’t really go into more of 
that side of things. It’s kind of like maybe it’s more of an 
awkward conversation to have as a class. So they expect you 
know to just find out from friends almost.  
Group 2 
Facilitator Okay, and do they talk about it at all in…like sex ed, does it 
ever come up? 
2.F.1 I don’t think it has. They sort of just focus on the basics… that 
you need to know, like safe sex.  
Group 2 
2.F.5 And for grade eight health, our teacher was like ‘guys it’s okay 
to touch yourself,’ (laughing) and then like left the room 
(laughing) 
Together (laughing)  
2.F.5 … guys it’s okay to touch yourself (laughing) 
2.F.4 He got really awkward about talking about sex ed. It was… 
quite, um… he got really embarrassed… and just… 
It was a topic that these young people had demonstrated an interest in when given 
the opportunity: when a question box was placed in the classroom. 
Group 1 
1.F.4 Well last year we, um, our class had like a question box. So 
right at the end… 
1.F.6 Yeah… 
1.F.5 Oh, yeah (talking over the top) 
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1.F.4 …write a question any um, question and then you put it in the 
box and then the teacher… but don’t put your name on it, so 
it’s anonymous, so then like the teacher next lesson would go 
through those questions and people just wrote questions 
about masturbation.  
Facilitator What … kind of things did they ask? 
1.F.4 Well some people like wrote how do girls do it, or, why don’t 
girls like to talk it and about stuff.  
Facilitator Do the teachers say anything…? 
1.F.5 Or they answer the questions… we answered them on 
PowerPoints. 
1.F.6 …but it’s usually their personal opinion.  
1.F.1 It’s more because we had, all of our class like asked the same 
thing. But we had a male teacher, so it was really awkward for 
him… 
1.F.5 To read about them… 
1.F.1 … because … 
1.F.3 Do you remember Mr (name) when he tried to do it… he’d just 
start laughing.  
1.F.5 Yeah, he’d laugh… 
1.F.2 He got embarrassed … 
Facilitator … So you think that the teachers are embarrassed to talk about 
masturbation? 
1.F.1 Yeah…  
1.F.6 They don’t wanna go into detail… 
1.F.5 They just read it… 
1.F.6 If it’s a man…  
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1.F.5 …and this is duh, duh, duh, duh, next. (miming checking off a 
list) 
The importance of “peers” as sources of sexuality information for young people has 
been noted by previous researchers (Parks, 2010). While young men do talk about 
masturbation amongst themselves, the “vast majority” of young women interviewed 
by Hogarth and Ingham in 2009 (p. 562) revealed that they had “never spoken to 
anyone, including friends” about masturbating. This was mirrored in our focus 
groups. As noted above, the young men we spoke to were ambivalent about 
whether it was appropriate to talk about masturbation with friends: 
Facilitator So you shouldn’t talk about it?  
4.M.1 Not really.  
4.M.3 But you should.  
Some of the young men did give instances where they did discuss masturbation: 
Group 4 
Facilitator Where did you, was that in sex ed. class or your parents told 
you that…?  
4.M.5  Oh no, just with friends.  
Facilitator So you worked out the rules for yourself with your friends. 
4.M.5  Yeah.  
Group 3 
3.M.2 … it’d come up, you know [with friends].  
Facilitator So what kind of stuff would they talk about, what would they 
say?  
3.M.2 Um, it’s good to masturbate.  
3.M.1 Yeah, like how long they’d last and stuff like that.  
3.M.2 Yeah. (pause) 
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The young women we spoke to weren’t aware of this ambivalence by young men. 
Rather, they saw only the instances of the young men talking about masturbation:  
Group 1 
1.F.5 Yeah, like guys, where there’s like a massive group, like… 
1.F.1 Yeah, guys talk about it like openly ...  
Group 2 
2.F.2 But guys talk about it like all the time. Well not like personally 
to each other, but just stupidly.  
2.F.5 Yeah, they’re always making like stupid jokes to each other 
about it.  
2.F.4 Yep.  
Often this discussion amongst young men takes the form of bragging or boasting, 
reflecting their sometimes-competitive relationships:  
Group 3 
3.M.1 Yeah, not many of my friends talk about it. Some of them used 
to, like brag about it… 
3.M.2 Like on school camp and all that, like in grade eight… 
3.M.1 Yeah… 
The young women also mentioned the bragging and competitive nature of young 
men’s conversations around masturbation: 
Group 1 
Facilitator So do you talk about it at all?  
1.F.5 It’s more the guys that do it.  
1.F.2, 1.F.6 Yeah.  
1.F.1 …always like… boasting about it. They’re always like on 
Facebook oh, wanking too much. And I’m just like… 
1.F.5 Why! 
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1.F.6 …always talking about…  
1.F.1 Yeah, they’re always going on about porn and… 
1.F.5 Always, and what does (name), has like nine gigs on his phone 
or something and everyone’s like what? (disgusted face) 
1.F.6 That’s disgusting. (high pitched)  
1.F.3 I wonder how much it is actually true though.  
Together Yeah.  
1.F.3 … they just saying it…  
1.F.5 Or they just like talk themselves up.  
1.F.6 Yeah.  
Group 1 
Facilitator But for guys it’s different.  
1.F.6 Yeah,  
1.F.1 Yeah, ‘cause they’re more open about it … 
1.F.5 … We don’t get pleasure from saying it to everyone. Like guys 
are just like oh guess what I did, oh yeah… 
1.F.6 It’s more for personal status when they say it …  
But the young women said that it was a topic that they themselves rarely spoke 
about: 
Group 1 
1.F.1  I … girls don’t normally really talk about this kind of  
 stuff …  
Facilitator … So do any of you ever talk about it?  
1.F.6  No... 
1.F.3  I actually…  
1.F.1  No… 
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1.F.3  Not that.  
Group 2 
Facilitator So do you talk about it at all? 
Together No (shaking heads) 
2.F.4 I’ve never had a conversation about it. 
In this context it is not surprising that the young men in the focus groups had 
ambivalent attitudes about women masturbating: 
Group 3 
Facilitator What percentage of people do you think do it regularly?  
3.M.2 Aww… 
3.M.1 Fifty percent, maybe more.  
3.M.2 Eighty percent. Like it depends if it’s guys or girls because… 
yeah… 
3.M.1 Yeah, I don’t think girls do it as much… 
3.M.2 Yeah.  
3.M.1 As far as I know.  
Facilitator Um, just because what we’re trying to get at is where you get 
your information from, where are you getting that idea from 
that girls don’t do it as much?  
3.M.1 Errr, I don’t know, probably just because girls don’t talk about 
it as much. And that’s about it. Yeah, it’s just kind of like 
frowned upon. All the other guys don’t really think that it’s 
good for a girl to do it.  
Facilitator Okay…  
3.M.1 Yeah.  
Facilitator So that’s something that you hear among your friends?  
3.M.1 I (shuffles in chair) 
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Facilitator Have you…? 
3.M.2 Not so much. Like a bit but not that much, so (pause).  
Facilitator So there’s this idea that (3.M.1) just said that some guys think 
that it’s not right for a girl to masturbate, have you ever heard 
that before?  
3.M.2 To tell you the truth I never really heard anything about girls 
masturbating, it’s… just guys bragging.  
3.M.1 Yeah. 
Some of the girls in the focus groups attributed their ambivalent attitudes towards 
masturbation to their peers: 
Group 5 
5.F.2 Like I don’t know where from, like it’s just like, you know, 
when you hear about it like from friends and things. And like 
just kind of also you see what other people’s impressions are 
like and you’re like oh, that’s kind of, you know, disgusting. 
And then they might have got that impression from their 
friend who got it from their friend. So it’s kind of just like that, 
you know, oh they think it’s disgusting.  
Group 1 
1.F.5 That’s why I guess you don’t really want to be like open about 
it because (talking over the top) 
1.F.6 Yeah… 
1.F.3 … be careful about who you tell… 
1.F.1 … Girls are like more sensitive, to this kind of thing. Like if 
someone says, oh yeah I masturbated then everyone’s going 
to… judge them… 
1.F.6 Yeah, they’re like eww that’s disgusting…  
1.F.1 … they feel judged… 
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This ambivalence is reflected in the extreme discomfort shown by young women if 
their friends do try to talk about this subject: 
Group 2 
2.F.3 Well sometimes, like… one of my friends feels really confident 
just talking to me because apparently I’m a really good listener 
(laughing). So, um, she just tells me everything. I’m like okay…  
Facilitator What kind of things? 
2.F.3 Oh, just things like what she does and how she enjoys it and 
things.  
2.F.4 My friend told me about how girls use dildos? (looks 
questioningly) to… pleasure themselves...I guess. So that’s 
where I heard that from, from a friend (coughs).  
Facilitator (To 2.F.4) Does that make you uncomfortable or…  
2.F.4 Yep. 
Facilitator (To 2.F.3) Does it make you uncomfortable? 
2.F.3 I just thought, yeah, yeah, cool (laughing). I dunno, I just… 
2.F.4 It’s just kind of weird to hear, like think about them liking it.  
2.F.3 Yeah.  
Facilitator Why’s that? 
2.F.4 Well I just find it a bit, like, there’s some things that you don’t 
wanna know about people (laughing). 
2.F.1 Yeah.  
2.F.2, 2.F.4 It’s private.  
As was the case with their parents, these young people found discussing sexual 
intercourse with their friends easier than talking about masturbation: 
Group 2 
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Facilitator So do you think, I mean if somebody was having sex would you 
… rather … talk about that, than talk about masturbation? 
2.F.5 Yep… 
2.F.4 Yeah, I reckon.  
2.F.1, 2.F.2 Yep.  
Facilitator Why do you think that is? 
2.F.2 I don’t know, I guess… 
2.F.5 It’s more accepted into like, like the media and stuff always 
have people having sex, so (shrugs).  
2.F.2 It’s always sort of been that way that it’s like a boy and a girl or 
a man and a woman, rather than just like one person.  
Discomfort about the subject of pleasure for young women and the focus on 
traditional gender roles emerged as a common theme within these discussions. It 
appeared that young men were entitled to pleasure, and to providing that pleasure 
for themselves, but young women should instead focus on providing pleasure for 
their partner and never for themselves.  
 
Masturbation and the media 
The young people in these focus groups are not being taught about masturbation by 
their parents, and it is only mentioned in passing in their school classes. They talk 
about it with friends, but the attitudes they circulate are often ambivalent. This is 
the context in which young people are encountering representations of 
masturbation in the media.  
Taking a holistic approach to young people’s sexual learning is useful because it 
allows us to put each of the sources of information into context. We would argue 
that young people should get information about masturbation: that it is safe, 
healthy, normal, and that for young people it can allow them to develop sexual 
agency which leads to better sexual health outcomes in the long term. If we were to 
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study only schools or parents as sources of sexuality information, masturbation 
might vanish from the agenda as it plays so small a part in the sexuality education 
they receive from those sources. Looking only at friends allows us to see the 
ambivalence they hold about it. But it is perhaps in understanding the role of media 
in learning about masturbation that such a holistic approach is most valuable. For in 
a context where parents, schools and friends are all failing to give young people this 
important information, we can see the work done by media in this area in a different 
light.  
The dominant social scientific approach to the role of media in sexual development 
sees it as a negative influence. To some extent this is understandable: for example, 
when media present stereotypical information about non-heterosexual identities 
(Rogers, McRee, & Arntz, 2009, p. 213). But it is also true that some of the research 
in this tradition is based on the rejection of young people’s valid interests. Some 
researchers see young people as being in need of protection from their own desires 
and assume that they should not be allowed access to the sexual information they 
seek.  
In traditional models such as social cognitive theory (Bandura, 1994), cultivation 
theory (Gerbner, Gross, Morgan, Signorielli, & Shanahan, 2002), and priming theory 
(Roskos-Ewoldsen, Roskos-Ewoldsen, & Carpentier, 2002), for example, it is assumed 
that media consumption has an ‘effect’ on viewers. It is sometimes claimed that 
there is a causal relationship between young people being exposed to sexual content 
in the media and becoming sexually active (Escobar-Chaves et al., 2008a, p. 304). 
However the emergence of alternative theories such as the media practice model 
(Steele, 1999) has changed how we think about this relationship. The media practice 
model points out that while there exists a correlation between the consumption of 
sexual content and the development of sexual identities, there exists no evidence of 
causality. Do young people start to explore their sexuality because they have 
consumed sexual media content? Or is the opposite the case, that “young people 
who have initiated their sex lives may be attracted to sexual content in media 
because it resonates with their experience” (Rich, 2005, p. 330)?  
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The media practice model suggests that the latter interpretation of the evidence is 
more convincing: that young people who are starting to develop sexually are more 
interested in sexual content in the media, and thus seek it out (Hawk, 
Vanwesenbeeck, de Graaf, & Bakker, 2006, p. 352). This model has the advantage of 
recognising the agency of young people. They do indeed have developing sexual 
identities, and they seek out information, and make decisions, about them.  
The young people in our focus groups did use media to find information about 
masturbation. For the girls, magazines such as Dolly and the book Girl Stuff (Cooke, 
2007) were mentioned as a source of information to balance the embarrassment 
about the topic that they picked up from parents, teachers and their peers: 
Group 1 
Facilitator … do you hear anything about it from anywhere, your parents?  
1.F.3 I actually don’t, not about…that.  
1.F.1 … Girlfriend magazine, again… Girlfriend, Dolly magazine… 
1.F.6 Yeah, that’s me…  
1.F.1 …Yeah, in Girlfriend and Dolly magazines, all the girls are like 
oh, I masturbate all the time, is this wrong? And the person 
will be like no, no, it’s normal and all that, yeah.  
Group 2 
Facilitator Well why do you think you would do it [masturbate]? 
  (pause) 
2.F.4  Um (pause) to make yourself feel good, I don’t know.  
2.F.5  I’ve heard that it’s like harder for girls to like, um, during sex, 
to like get sexual pleasure. So like, if you know how to pleasure 
yourself you can like do it beforehand so it’s like equal or 
something.  
Facilitator Where did you hear that from? 
2.F.5  Where did I hear that from? 
Comment [AM4]: As above. 
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2.F.2  I think that was in Dolly [magazine].  
2.F.5  Probably.  
2.F.2  Most things are in Dolly.  
Group 5 
5.F.4 But I mean it’s just like, they say a lot like in that like Girl Stuff 
book it’s just like practicing so you can tell a guy like how to 
make you feel good.  
It was clear here that books and magazines aimed at young women provided many 
positive messages about masturbation, and information about why a woman would 
masturbate.  
Movies and television shows also provided information to young women about 
pleasuring themselves: 
Group 2  
2.F.5 Like I’ve seen a TV show and they had like a vibrator and stuff.  
Facilitator What TV show? 
2.F.5 It’s a show called Degrassi, and it’s like aimed at like young 
adults I think. Set in like a school.  
Facilitator What context was there a vibrator? 
2.F.5 Um, well no-one was using it. Um, this girl found one and 
didn’t know what it was for.  
Facilitator Did you know what it was for when you saw it? 
2.F.5 Yes (laughing).  
Facilitator How did you know? 
2.F.5 Um… I don’t know. I think, I don’t know, someone probably 
told me. I’m not sure, I don’t remember.  
Group 2 
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2.F.1 There’s this movie called The Sweetest Thing, have you heard 
of it? It’s got Cameron Diaz in it. And, um, I can’t remember 
exactly what’s in it but it’s a really, really sexual, like 
everything through the whole movie. Um, they say something 
about washing machines and they like sit on a washing 
machine.  
Facilitator What for? 
2.F.1 (laughing)  
Facilitator So they just sit on washing machines? 
2.F.1 (laughing) For some kind of sexual thing, you know. And they, 
have, they like go to sex stores and buy all this stuff.  
However these young women pointed out that masturbation in media is gendered: it 
is more common to see media portrayals of masculine masturbation: 
Group 5 
5.F.3  And I guess in media and like in like general it’s more common 
for guys, like knowing that guys do it. It’s not talked about that 
girls do it, really.  
Facilitator So … you don’t really hear about girls like doing it at all? 
Together No (shaking heads).  
The young men did not find out about masturbation in magazines. Rather for them it 
was television, and particularly vulgar comedy programmes such as Angry Boys and 
South Park were mentioned as their main mediated source of information on this 
subject.  
Angry Boys is an Australian comedy series created by and starring Chris Lilley (2011) 
in which Lilley plays all of the main characters. Two of the characters, Nathan and 
Daniel, are twin teenaged brothers, and masturbation is mentioned frequently 
throughout the series, with Daniel trying to prevent his brother Nathan from 
masturbating often and publicly. This programme had recently aired at the time and 
was mentioned in both of the male, and one of the female, focus groups:  
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Group 4 
Facilitator Do you ever see anything in the media about wanking?... 
4.M.5 …Yeah, well in Angry Boys, which is, um… 
4.M.1 Oh yeah… 
4.M.3 It’s a great show. 
4.M.5 … it’s like a modern comedy that everyone’s watching at the 
moment. Um, yeah, this kid called Nathan wanks like four 
times a day.  
4.M.1 So they got wanking prevention gloves. They put, cartons with 
duct tape so he can’t grab anything (laughing) 
Group 3 
3.M.1 Like it’s done all the time. One of the characters just does it 
constantly (laughing)… does it constantly… 
3.M.2 And they try to stop him in the end.  
3.M.1 Yeah, but he just keeps going.  
3.M.2 Yeah (sniggers)  
Facilitator So is it maybe meant to think that it’s funny that you 
masturbate so much or are you meant to think that it’s normal 
that you masturbate so much?  
3.M.1 More funny, I think, rather than normal. They kind of like make 
it out to be kind of gross as well, because his brother really 
hates it. 
3.M.2 Yeah, like he does it in front of his family and stuff, so I guess 
it’s kind of more a funny thing.  
This research points us towards the kinds of representations that young people are 
encountering in their search for information about their developing sexuality. The 
representations of masturbation in magazines aimed at young women tend to be 
supportive and positive. But as the above quotations suggest the situation with 
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mediated representations of masturbation aimed at men are somewhat different. In 
the vulgar comedies that young men favour, the tone is broadly positive, but 
presented within an ambivalent humorous framework.  
For example, American Dad is an animated American sitcom from the producers of 
Family Guy. It is noted for its vulgarity and crass humour. The episode “A Smith in 
The Hand” (MacFarlane, 2005) focuses on masturbation. Stan, the father in the 
show, teaches his son Steve about the dangers of masturbation by showing him a 
1950s style film in which Timmy, an “all American boy” (MacFarlane, 2005) 
masturbates and subsequently grows hairy palms and his eyeballs melt. He tells his 
son that hobbies have kept him from giving in to his evil urges. But Stan’s hobbies 
lead to a soldering accident involving his penis, and he develops an “addiction” to 
the ointment: or more specifically the repeated ‘application’ of the ointment to the 
affected area. Once Stan realises he has in fact been repeatedly masturbating with 
lubricant, he takes over the local television station to make television clean and sex 
free. Stan’s wife eventually interjects in the situation and tells Steve that “urges are 
natural, and it’s healthy to explore them” (MacFarlane, 2005). Stan finally agrees 
with his wife and tells Steve that he was only trying to protect him, before telling him 
about sex – in detail.    
Masturbation is shown in a number of other animated comedy programmes 
including South Park (Parker & Stone, 1997) which features four primary school aged 
children. This show frequently depicts one of the character’s father’s masturbating 
to fetishist pornography on the Internet, or to television cooking shows, or in a hot 
tub at the same time as another character’s father. When one of the show’s main 
protagonists hears another young boy getting into trouble from his parents he 
declares: “Oh man, if I was older, I would totally start jacking off right now.” (Parker 
& Stone, 2002). Similarly, in Family Guy (MacFarlane, 1999) an animated comedy 
that revolves around the Griffin family, masturbation is also mentioned often and in 
relation to most of the characters. The family’s talking dog, Brian, is seen 
masturbating to a dog porn magazine in one episode, and in another when in order 
to avoid spending time with the daughter, Meg, Brian says that he will be doing 
whatever the teenage son, Chris, does on a Thursday afternoon, which Chris reveals 
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to be masturbating.    
The ambivalence surrounding discussions of masturbation amongst young men is 
reflected when the subject of watching pornography arose in the focus groups: 
Group 4 
Facilitator Do you ever look at porn on the Internet? 
4.M.4 (shakes head) 
4.M.5 (grins) 
Facilitator It’s alright if you do. 
4.M.5 (laughing)  
Facilitator Okay, alright we’ll leave that for the moment …  
When the subject was raised again later in the discussion, three of the five 
participants admitted to consuming pornography. When considering that 
pornography is often watched alone and used as a tool for masturbation, this 
reticence to admit to pornography consumption could be linked to the stigma 
around masturbation.  
Group 4 
Facilitator …  So I just want to say that again I’m interested in the truth. It 
doesn’t matter to me one way or the other if you’ve ever 
looked at dirty pictures or you haven’t. If you’ve never looked 
at one, you got no interest that’s absolutely fine. If you look at 
them every single day for three hours, that’s fine as well. 
Nothing is, is, there’s absolutely no problem either way. So 
with that in place, have you ever learned anything about how 
to have good sex from looking at dirty pictures or porn? 
 (pause) 
4.M.2 Alright I’ll start it off, yes.  
4.M.3 (laughing) …  
4.M.1 … I actually haven’t, no.  
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Facilitator You have? 
4.M.2 Yeah.  
4.M.3 Yep.  
4.M.4 Nope. 
4.M.5 (nods head).  
Facilitator So three of you have. Is that Internet stuff, or magazines or 
what?  
4.M.3 Internet.  
4.M.2 Yeah.  
4.M.5 Yeah, Internet.  
Facilitator So what, the stuff you were talking about before did that come 
from the Internet, or is there other stuff you’ve seen on the 
Internet? 
4.M.2 (pause) Some of it was internet …  
Facilitator … Alright. So is this even more awkward than talking about 
wanking? 
4.M.5 Um… 
4.M.2 I wouldn’t say so. 
4.M.3 Not as much, no.  
4.M.5 What do you want to know about the porn (pause) like what 
we actually looked up?  
Facilitator What you learn about sex from looking at it? 
4.M.5 Um (sighs) when I look at porn I don’t do it to learn about sex, I 
just do it for the feeling at that moment.  
4.M.3 Well said.  
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Conclusion 
Studying the ecology of sources of sexuality information for young people helps us to 
understand what kinds of information they get from different sources, and how 
those sources of information can interact. Masturbation is a healthy part of sexual 
development, but young people in our focus groups were strongly ambivalent about 
it. The pilot study suggests that they are receiving different kinds of information 
about masturbation from different sources. These young people spoke with ease and 
certainty about safe sex and procreation, while displaying little knowledge or 
comfort about masturbation. From parents, most of the young people in our focus 
groups learned that masturbation is unspeakable: even more so than sexual 
intercourse.  From schools they learned that masturbation is not important: not 
really what you ‘need to know’ about sex. When it was mentioned, the teachers 
tended to be embarrassed about masturbation: again giving the message that as a 
topic, it is unspeakable. Interactions with friends demonstrated a similar 
ambivalence. In both male and female groups the young people we spoke to knew 
that masturbation is normal and not normal simultaneously.   
In this context media have an important role to play – although it is an extremely 
gendered one. Women’s magazines provide the young women with a sex-positive 
context in which they can learn that masturbation can have positive outcomes. This 
pilot study suggests that the young women do not entirely accept this knowledge. 
But given that other sources of information present such a negative view of this 
unspeakable topic, it may be that media are at least preventing young women from 
having an entirely negative view of masturbation: media provide a positive 
counterbalance that allows the young women to develop ambivalent attitudes at 
least. For young men it tends to be vulgar television comedies that address 
masturbation. These texts tend to reflect the wider social ambivalence about 
masturbation, but commonly with the final message that it is in fact a normal, 
healthy part of sexual development.  
This research raises a number of questions that bear further analysis. Most 
importantly are the views of these young people representative? The young people 
we spoke to were predominantly from socio-economically advantaged backgrounds. 
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The full project emerging from this pilot study aims to speak to young people from a 
variety of backgrounds to explore possible differences in their sources of knowledge 
about sexuality. One particular issue that would bear further exploration is the role 
of class in learning about sexuality. Some researchers have pointed out that current 
worries about the sexualisation of children are strongly class-based: the forms of 
behaviour that cause the most outrage are those of young working class women 
who dress like “chavs” (Buckingham, Willett, Bragg, Russell, & Dorrer, 2009). How 
different are the sources of information for young women about appropriate sexual 
behaviours? It is also important to note here the potential cultural differences, as 
this data is specific to Australian young people, additional work on other populations 
is warranted. This is particularly the case for media that are specific to Australia: 
programmes such as Angry Boys which have a particularly Australian flavour, and 
also media that is transmitted to countries outside of the creating country: for 
example, programmes such as South Park and American Dad. And of course it would 
be valuable to follow up on this exploratory qualitative work with large-scale 
quantitative research exploring the relative importance of the various sources of 
information in the ecology of sexuality information for young people.  
Perhaps the most important outcome from the current research project is that it 
provides a useful perspective for thinking about the role of media in healthy sexual 
development. Much previous work has assumed that the primary impact of media 
are negative. However in relation to masturbation – an important aspect of sexual 
development – we would argue that media are serving an important educative role 
that neither parents nor schools is yet comfortable doing. Until masturbation 
becomes a topic that is recognised as being vital to the ecology of sexuality 
education, and is discussed by parents and schools in an open manner, media will 
continue to fill this gap in young people’s sexual education. And this raises one final 
interesting possibility for future research. If indeed the entertainment media are 
playing such an important role, what can researchers into sexual health contribute to 
this process? Given the traditionally negative attitude of researchers in this area 
towards media there has been little incentive for us to find ways to work with the 
producers of entertainment aimed at young people. Where there has been 
Comment [AFW5]: On page 38, you need to spend a bit of time at the end of the first paragraph talking about potential cultural differences. Given that your data are specific to Australia, additional work on other populations is warranted – particularly in 
cases where media are specific to populations (like the Angry Boys show) or transmitted to countries outside the creating country (like South Park). Given our international audience for this issue, you need to spend a few sentences at least exploring this topic. 
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interaction it has largely taken the form of researchers condemning media for the 
impact they have on young people’s sexual development (Collins, et al., 2004; 
Escobar-Chaves et al., 2008b). But if we acknowledge that the entertainment media 
are in fact an important part of the ecology of sexuality information then it may be 
that researchers could benefit from finding more positive ways to work with 
entertainment producers: forms of interaction that respect their expertise in 
reaching young people with information that they want, provided in ways that they 
would like to receive it. Working with producers of entertainment consumed by 
young people to provide more information in an entertaining way could be 
beneficial to the sexual health and wellbeing of young people. 
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